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Dedication 


This book of poems 

an inscape that attempts to 
explore the inner life 

of painter Tom Thomson, 
is dedicated with 
admiration and respect 


to 
The McMichaels of Kleinburg. 


Jack Brooks, 
Lac Cloutier, Quebec. 
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Preface 


Tom Thomson was born on a farm near Georgian Bay on 
August 4th, 1877. 


He had easy access to the country north of him, which he ex- 
plored and painted. In doing so, he helps us better understand 
our relationship to landscape. 


By the time of his death, July 8th, 1917 at Canoe Lake, he had 
produced a number of sketches and paintings that are part of 
our heritage. 


Facts about his life leave gaps that may never be filled, and 
they tell us little about his inner feelings, those perceptions 
known only to the artist. 


These poems are an attempt to explore this unknown country. 
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North Light 


Firefighter guide and ranger too 

one of those fortunate few 

for whom the northland would unlock 
her brooding heart her solitudes 

of earth and water tree and sky 


he found a fire burning in him 
a blaze he could not extinguish 
and never lost his red red rage 
to paint her naked beauty. 


All ardour cooled at last 
softly she cradles her son 
in lap of clear deep waters 


but long before Canoe Lake ripples 
were stilled above his head before 
they stole the north light from him 


he dipped his brushes deep 

in quick arterial blood 

fingers finding form and colour 
that had always seemed to hide 
just beyond his vision’s reach 


a secret lonely lovliness 
undiscovered until now. 


Tree Talk 


From infancy his being was bathed 
in fragrant trees their dark 
rich bark pleasing to his touch. 


Beside his bedroom window 
trees whispered all night long 
of early man’s beginnings: 


a simple bowl for fruits of earth 
a spear a plough a home of logs 
cups for water and for wine 
the luxury of light and heat. 


He saw trees roll in wagon-wheels 
then sail as oaken hulls of ships 
for merchant-prince and emperor 


and when their fibre turned to books 
they made men rich as kings. 


A moving branch a trembling leaf 

create wider worlds where man the rover 
passes through open windows 

and beyond the known horizon. 


Birches 


Thinking it has a message for him 
he leans beside a birch to listen 


but like the silent tree itself 
stands numbly rooted feeling 
magnetic currents flow 

from pole to pole invisibly 
linking all created things 


lakes and streams 

seas and watery wonders 
solid earth trembling air 
animals and birds 
marrow of men and trees. 


Scarred and pale as leprosy 
birches lean on summer’s hill 


currents of green thought 
locked in silver bark. 
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Asleep Under Sloping Eaves 


Asleep under sloping eaves 
he didn’t hear singing stars 
chant their thin sweet chorus 


didn’t watch a pale chaste moon 
subdue her savage tidal seas 


missed a comet's fiery trail 
across the dwindling dark 


as his bone chariot was rebuilt 
still sound and almost ready 
for the search that sends him 
unfulfilled vaguely discontented 
into each new day 


projects discontinued worse 
not even started Camelot 

lost in misty legend the Grail 
beyond his out-stretched hands 


the path too steep 
for stumbling feet to scale. 
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Goddess 


He keeps on climbing lonely hills 
where he first tried to find her 


she whose infinite grace surpasses 
her earthly dwelling-place. 


She has returned from Arcady 
to live in the land of her birth 
Precambrian Shield illimitable 
first land above the water. 


She is the song he hears 

in wind-swept fields 
footprints in shining dew 
sunlight on hidden pools 

a dance of new-born leaves. 


He sees her immortal form 
when strorm-clouds race the moon. 
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The Loon 


Now he insists on living 
beside a mountain lake long after 
Labour Day Thanksgiving too. 


All year through he grudges 
hours spent in sleep because 

he does not want to miss 
partridge rising on thunder wing 


flash of startled silver fish 
skimming sandy shallows 


or bat’s black shadow flitting 
moon’s mellow disc. 


He watches while the loon’s 

long pinions lift cantilever legs 

as it circles in frantic flight 

to sight some distant haven far removed 
from dangerous haunts of man. 


Unbirdlike its long-drawn cry 
returns on random winds to strike 
a hidden chord inside him. 
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Wildgeese 


From his canoe he sees 
a Bar-B-Q and old furniture 
strewn about the porch. 


Outside a rowboat and two canoes 
guard an empty summer home 
while overhead the wildgeese 

flock in V-formation. 


Vacation time long past 
week-end duties done 


owners of abandoned things 
give in to concrete glass and steel 


while almost unnoticed 
small cuts and casualties 
bleed away their lives. 


Lifted eyebrows leave no trace 
on pathless autumn skies 


leave only haunting echoes 
among lonely ruins of summer. 
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Red 


All around him nature’s red 
not just in tooth and claw 
but in rock and sandy soil 
in weed-filled shallow ponds 


in lakewater whose unknown depth 
reflects red evening sky 

but gives no hint of secrets hidden 
under its restless waves. 


He works with sweeping motion 
at birchboard panel trying to hold 
both form and colour firm. 


He lets the paint flow freely 

from his loosely turning brush 
wipes the surface clean with cloth 
then starts all over again. 


Red’s a problem he may not solve 
but out of constant struggle 
comes the only peace he knows — 


the brief release of sleep. 
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Seeds 


Stubborn needles turning brown 
tell how tenuous a place 

one spruce tree held 

but failed to hold and yet 


each painful inch it grew 
stands tribute to its struggle 
here in rocky uplands where 
triumphant green companions 
march across the sky. 


Lives released on winds of chance 
are not free to choose or change 
where their roots will grow. 

One seed falls on stoney ground 
another finds a home 


but always in humanity and trees 
the need of some fulfillment 


deep delving into darkness 
reaching up to light. 
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Reflections 


Bare tree-branch reflections 
dance on the autumn pond 


a sudden wind drops 

they become a Japanese print 
fixed motionless 

defying imitation. 


Impressions of Nature’s art 

signed with the artist's name 

are stored in hidden chambers 

where heart will hold what eye cannot — 


scores of unpainted pictures. 
His inner treasure-house 
is filled to overflowing 


crowded with countless images 
fragile as frost-flower etchings 
a thoughtless breath can wither. 
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The Woodcutters 


He sees a sheet of rusted roofing-tin 
sitting on what had been a bunkhouse 
a kitchen too for woodcutters. 


Among empty soup and tobacco tins 
wine-bottles broken cups and saucers 
are old fashioned pictures 

torn from magazines of bathing beauties 
in out-moded costume. 


He finds a photograph 

of Lake Louise a long-discarded 
Valentine with hearts and flowers 
a few dog-eared playing cards. 


He thinks their arduous work 

was not done to factory whistle. 

No commuter bus or train 

hustled them from dormitory to office 
or to a factory job. There was 

no compulsory union check-off 

no protection from the boss. 


What little leisure time they had 

was spent mostly within these walls. 
Their contribution to society 

was hauled from woods on trailer-trucks 
stacked with logs for saw-mill timber. 


The wooden house he lives in 
was built by calloused hands 
dimly glimpsed from a vanished past. 


He’ll raise a glass to them tonight. 
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Wildgrass 


He watches King Frost ride in 
on horses of the wind. 


His thin sharp lance is thrusting 

bowing stubborn heads of weeds 

threatening fragile ferns. 

He tramples flowers beneath him 
drags helpless beauty down. 


Now bush and tree are almost bare 
only a few last red berries 

sad and lonely careless lovers 

cling to leafless branches. 


In shallow sugar-candy lake ice 
wildgrass defenders gallantly 
make a final desperate stand. 


Waving golden pennants 
they proudly reject surrender 
along dead edges of the world. 


If he could he might turn back 
the withering blast of winter 

but each season kept intact 

the specie saved is Nature’s Plan 


and only at his peril does man 
upset her rationale. 
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Although the Distant Stars 


Incessant need propels him 
into empty Edens barren landscapes 
harsher than Adam ever knew 


there on canvas hardboard too 
record enigmatic clues 
scattered through the wilderness 


clues to the ultimate mystery 
that somewhere sits enshrined 
beyond the city lights 

where stars still shine. 


Although the distant stars 

fail to give much light 

where spruce and cedar are dark patches 
on moving finger-branches 

birch and maple cast on snow 


the night burns on in glory 


his forceful brush may never capture. 


In contrast to his inner tumult 
over shifting ever-changing patterns 
heaven throws its sequined veil 


endless seamless and serene. 


19 


Pragmatists 


Not for the first time or the last 
there’s a state of crisis 

in world affairs so he’s grateful 
for the sanity of birds 

of squirrels and sentinel trees 
who guard his peace on earth. 


His furred and feathered friends 
eat the scraps of bread 
he leaves for them but 


being pragmatists they're not upset 
should he forget to feed them. 
They've learned survival rules. 


He cannot shield the tiny buds 
of bush and tree from icy winds 
but they will come alive to dance 
abandoned rites of spring. 


Perhaps in time he will acquire 
ability of animals 
fragility of birds and trees. 
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Occasionally the Trees 


Occasionally the trees 
pop suddenly 

like pistol shots ice 

cracks sharply thin lines 
appear on ponds the wind 
throws hissing particles 
across the slopes. 


But mostly its quiet. 


Field and wood lie open 
to the sky. He falls 
easily into silence 

of creation around him 


frozen in wonder 

numb 

with discovery of finding 
a place to be. 


21 
Breaking Trail 


Breaking trail through winter woods 
he stumbles on a pathway 
hard-packed made only yesterday 
by those whose art he shares. 


There’s an invisible pathway too 

made by those stone-age men who drew 
huge pictures on walls of caves 

lighting a flame to burn 

through all the nights to come. 


A sudden wind puffs swirling snow 
naked rocks are turned to marble 
carved by Michaelangelo. 


He crosses an almost frozen stream 
and from a row-boat on the Thames 
Turner attempts an impossible task 
and captures sun-dance water. 


On a nearby pond a shining patch of ice 
reflecting light-fragments magnified 
reminds him of Cezanne’s 
impressionistic patterns — 

of how Matisse kept searching 

for hidden form beneath the surface 
how Gaugin showed the outer shell 

Van Gogh the soul within. 


He thinks of Holman Hunt 

shivering in the cold autumn garden 
working into the night with gloves on 

to catch the light for his luminous Christ. 


In Algonquin Park illuminated 
by churning sparks of setting sun 
his heart perceives perfection. 


He sees over moonlit Muskoka Lakes 
a lost radiance light for his feet 
that never shone on land or sea. 


Avalon 
(‘Where falls not hail, or rain or any snow’ — 
Tennyson’s “Morte D’Arthur’.) 


A cabin on an island in the lake — 


solitary motionless waiting 
its sagging beams its broken windows 
hold legends of their own ........... 


A youth with troubled eyes 

hands calloused by axe and saw 
once spent his leisure time to build 
this island home up north. 


Serene by quiet lake he planted 
apple-trees in Avalon 


from sandy soil clean air and water 
gained calmness of limb and mind 
but all his apples proved to be 
small and bitter to the taste. 


Now ice thickens on cords of wood 
stacked beside a home-made door 
where virgin snow speaks of absence. 


His sturdy walls of hand-cut logs 
the cedar roof turned grey 

are proof to wind and weather not 
the long eroding years. 


Here in the land of the boreal owl 
a lonely presence lingers 

a restless ghost that won’t be laid 
it leaves no tracks in snow. 


If hope of gain or dream of power 
delays the absent owner 

what more important things are done 
in other times and places? 
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The Quiet Time 


It is the quiet time 
when fields fill up with snow 
and drifts hide wooden walls. 


Now on starlit nights he hears 
thin snapping sounds 
maples splitting in the cold. 


Playful winds come rushing in 
to wake him from his sleep 
shake roof and chimney dizzy 


paint patterns on his windows 
rattle solid doors like toys 
then vanish in the forest. 


Half-awake his mind recalls 
tiny dog-wood buds unfolding 
their store of golden leaves 


a warm sun climbing higher 
the cutting clearing planting 
then work all done the harvest home. 


He starts up in the quiet time 
finds crusty bread upon the table 
smells coffee bubbling on the stove 


and smiles to see how gracefully 
his woman moves about arranging 
blue china plates on shelves. 
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How Little Man Needs 


Unhurridly 

he eats an early breakfast 
glimpses cedar branches pressed 
to the pallid breast of morning 


and begins to think how few 

his true requirements are — 

how little man needs to stay alive 
how much more to live. 


In his world by sky surrounded 

at last he’s learned to see 

omens signs and portends filled 

with swift wings of birds 

the scurry of small animals 

the murmur of waters waiting 

thirsty for snow and rain 

that in proper season nourish 

flower and fern and wayside weed — 


and oh earth's shining hair unbound — 
how green and soft and free — 

and bent above this sanctuary 

Gothic arches of the trees! 


These signs had all existed 
yet not 'til now for him 

who'd been too long concerned 
with lesser things. 
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Robin’s Nest 


At Cold Mountain Lake he sees 
a robin’s nest frozen fast 

in low branches bare of leaves — 
abandoned by a family that was. 


Soon red gypsy ramblers 

grown restive in the south 
return to nest and mate but he 
admires those birds that stay — 


blue-jay grossbeak 

nut-hatch chickadee who make 
winter far less cruel 

with song and vivid plumage. 


True he’s free to roam except 
some deep-felt inner instinct 
keeps him snow-bound with his own 


in this northern land asleep 
on its bed of stone. 
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Whitethroat 


The sun blood-red unreal 
bleeds through blue cloud-wash 
behind pine and spruce cut-outs 
pinned on the sky. 


He watches freezing winds unwind 
thin silver strips 
candy-pink skin of young birches. 


Perched in a hemlock nearby 

a common wild sparrow 

a whitethroat in soft feathered coat 
hints at spring most convincingly. 


He thinks of himself and his work 
in terms of the bird and its song — 


wild whitethroat untaught 
who sings what it likes 
and approves how it sings. 
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La Tire - (the Sugaring Off) 


Winter almost over 

maple trees in sugar-snow 
hold shiny silver tins 

filled with thin clear liquid. 


A jovial genie in a dufflecoat 
cuts crusty bread passes 

heaping plates of ham and beans 
stirs his trays of syrup. 


He and his determined trees 
survived long nights of waiting 
to celebrate the rites of spring 
with traditional song and dance. 


‘La Tire’ is cast upon the snow 
and the feast begins as people 
quicken into leaf. 


Children grow like branches 
while like trees men and women 
bring forth sweetness freely 


unweakened by the giving. 
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Perspective 


The mountain’s girth diminishes 
firm walls of wood and stone. 


Those tiny dots below him 

are people busy with survival 

where farm and store and cottage window 
send back reflected sunset glow. 


He knows few fellow-artists 

would try as hard to mix and match 
colours now suffusing western skies 
but the challenge drives him on. 


In spite of poor campfire food 
night-cold and dampness 
blackflies mosquitoes in season 
the jungle-heat of summer 


in spite of lack of money 
and demands of little Caesars 
the constant frustration and fatigue 


he wants to prove 
if the impossible can’t be captured 
he can at least come close. 


He'd like to show the wind’s fingers 
rippling strings in her harp of grass. 
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Grass 


Long bearded grass 
enhancing the fields 


spare lean grass 
lost in sandy soil 
or iris-filled swamp 


breezes will toss 
your glossy green hair 


raindrops will rinse 
soft glints in your hair 


moonlight enrich 
with faint mystic gold 


starlight inlay with silver 
each living strand. 


After chill winter 
sun tints the veil 
of your pale lovely hair 


humble first harbinger 
of apple-trees with tender buds 


perhaps the promise 
of blossom and the fruit 


not of bitter apples only 
but of better things to come. 


29 


Grass 


Long bearded grass 
enhancing the fields 


spare lean grass 
lost in sandy soil 
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This Most Precious Gift 


This most precious gift 
this old habitation 
his earthly home 


continually shines 
luminous aglow 
with glory of creation 


no turning ’round of globe 
but brings its own 
incandescent hour. 


The power of light 

now flooding in 

fills his world 

with colour unimaginable 
impossible to contain. 


Time anomalistic 
provides nocturnals 
diurnals 

in divided collective being 


all scenes transfigured 
first in his entranced heart 


then in paint on canvas. 
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On This Spring Morning 


Conceived in rain born in high hills 
disdaining imprisoning bars 
that try to contain her 


the rivulet begins to make 

a headlong swift descent 

to meet the iris-fringed river 

she never will leave while she lives. 


On this spring morning 

the rivulet becomes a torrent 
roaring down the mountainside 
around through over under 
earth and stone spruce and pine. 


His own current of hope 
slow in bitter times 
begins to twist and turn 
to find a certain way. 


Circuitous since first 

his world of colour had begun 
now countless aimless turnings 
work a pattern and a plan. 


At last the end draws near 
a level lake the great unknown. 
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What Reviewers 
Said About ‘The Bridge’ 


«€ 


Norma West in Mamashee, .. a love of humanity ... 
building bridges between old and young, rich and poor, past 
and present ... irresistable honesty''. 


L1 


Elizabeth St. Jacques in Origins, . a mesmeric quality 
... that captures and holds throughout’. 


Tsigane in Canadian Encounter, “The Heart is exposed, un- 
sheltered, in a frozen land where there is death ... of inno- 
cence ... and nature ... the paradoxical journey back to the 
devestated garden”. 


(17 


Ed Lynsky in Bogg, a heartland poet with the 
dedication, stamina and panache to satisfy even the most 
demanding”. 


Comments from Poets, Editors 
and Publishers on ‘Coming To Terms’ 


Sheila Martindale, South Western Ontario Poetry: '... his 
poems reflect his respect for the whole ecological structure of 
this planet. He writes with a rare combination of sensitivity, in- 
sight, and lyricism’. 


Mona Elaine Adilman, poet, conservationist, reviewer: ‘In 
the budding and flowering of our creative universe, we hold 
dominion over holocaust and frost. Many of your poems incite 
an emotional and mystical response’. 


Ralph Cunningham, author of Lovesongs and Others: ... 
displays passion, tenderness and mysticism housed in stanzas 
whose subtle rhymes and assonance demonstrate musical ef- 
fects achievable through the fastidious arrangement of vowel 
and consonant’. 


Herb Barrett, former editor-publisher of Origins, author of 
Turning Point and A Shadow in the Wind’: ‘I shall return 


again and again to Coming To Terms ... warm my hands 
over the embers of your inspiration . .. a truly fine collection of 
poetry’. 


Elizabeth St. Jacques, poet, editor and publisher: ‘I keep it 
(Coming To Terms) at bedside so that I can pick it up and 
read a few poems at night ... a wonderful book’! 


